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I am president of the World Federation of the DeafBlind, WFDB and I meet many of my friends with deafblindness worldwide in very different situations.  As persons with deafblindness, we use many different modes and means of communication. The method chosen depends on an individual's life history and what kind of communication he or she prefers. Some people are born deaf with some residual vision, and use sign language as their primary language. When we lose our vision, we shift to hands-on signing. Many of us are visually impaired or blind with some residual hearing and we develop spoken language. In this case, we express ourselves with speech, but we still need a method of communication that allow us to receive information from other people in the world. Some of us are or become totally deaf and totally blind, but we all have in common, that we need and want to be able to communicate with our family and friends and get the information we need, wherever we are. There are many situations, where it is difficult for us to follow what is going on around us.  We need information in a different way than by speech. If we are braille users, we are lucky. Finger braille is one of the most efficient ways of communicating together.

We want to be able to participate fully in family life, amongst our friends and as a member of society. We want to be able to follow discussions in our family and meet and get to know our friends. We want to know what is happening in our country, in the world, following the news on radio and TV or from the newspapers. It is helpful and interesting for somebody to describe the surroundings for us, when we are on our way. In meetings we want to know who is in attendance. When going out shopping we want to make our own choices of what to buy. An efficient communication system can help us break the isolation. It helps us to become curious about what is happening around us, not only thinking our own thoughts in our inner world, spinning around in our heads.

The importance of braille

In the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities, braille is recognized as a script and a mode of communication. Braille gives us the possibility to read literature, educational material and all kinds of information. It gives us the possibility to express ourselves in writing. Some of us use interpreters, writing on a computer keyboard, connected to a refreshable braille display, so we can read what is happening. Computers with braille displays give us the possibility of reading and writing e-mails and that has opened the world for us. Reading and writing e-mails is what many people do, deafblind or not and in that way it suddenly levels the playing field.

In our daily life, however, we need a fast and efficient communication system, that works when we are on the way, shopping, visiting family and friends, taking part in cultural or political activities, even in job situations. Many efforts have been made to develop such a system. There are many different types of manual alphabets and ways of finger spelling. Many of us in developing countries have to manage with writing block letters in the hand, which is very slow and tiresome. This is another reason why education in braille is very important.

Finger braille for beginners

Almost 30 years ago our deafblind friends from Japan started to develop Finger Braille. Different ways of doing it have been developed in different parts of the world by deafblind braille users.  Finger Braille allows the exchange of messages and communication between a sender and receiver of a message. The easiest way to learn and understand it, is the following:

· The receiver places her or his hands as if it was the seven keys of a Braille keyboard of a Braille machine: the left hand on the left side, using the index for dot 1, the middle finger for dot 2 and the ring finger for dot 3. The right hand on the right, using the index for dot 4, the middle finger for dot 5 and the ring finger for dot 6. The thumbs can be used in the middle as a space bar. The easiest way in this beginning situation is, to put the hands on a table.

· The sender puts her or his hands on top of the hands of the receiver on the similar way as if writing on the 7 keys of a Braille keyboard and starts to write the message in braille.

· The receiver now can feel how the sender is writing and of course, when answering needs to change position. In practice this only needs to be done, when both, sender and receiver are deafblind. In most cases the person with deafblindness is the receiver and if the person has a spoken language, it is very easy to answer in speech.

Finger Braille users do not need the ability to read braille with their finger tips. Many sighted persons read braille with their eyes. Older persons with acquired deafblindness have, for many reasons, not developed the sensitivity in the fingertips to be able to read braille. The only ability that is needed to use Finger Braille is to write braille on a braille keyboard.

More experienced users 

The above way of using Finger Braille is easy to understand, but during the process of learning and practicing other ways of placing the hands are developed. The receiver can use the inner side of one hand or the palm, the back of one or two hands or even the shoulders to receive the messages. Some receivers develop the ability to think opposite, when for example, placing the hands against each other. It all depends on the situation in which Finger Braille is used. Receiving messages on the shoulders is very efficient while working in the kitchen or writing on a computer at the same time. Walking in the street with a white cane in one hand means, that only the other hand can be used for receiving information. Experienced braille users may find it comfortable and efficient to use contracted braille instead of uncontracted braille.

The best way to work, is always depending on the individual user. The different ways develop, depending on the situation Finger Braille is being used. Describing the surroundings, standing at the corner of a street is very different from sitting on a chair at a family party or in a meeting. Finger Braille can be used, sitting, standing, walking.

Finger Braille can become a very fast communication system. Even for those of us, who have some hearing, it can be very efficient in noisy surroundings, like a street corner, a train station or sitting in a plane.

I hope Louis Braille would be happy to know, that braille also can be used this way.
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